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PREFACE
Modern poetry is a pale-faced, wasted genre, long ago confined to the terminal ward of the social imagination.
Its vitality has been sapped, and its position in American culture usurped by the electronic media: films, radio, and especially television. The traditional standards of poetic excellence have no great bearing on the issue. It matters not so much that poets still aspire to quality, inspiration, and genius as it does that there are few people willing to read their works. The inescapable fact is that mindless sitcoms and soap operas beamed into countless living rooms across our land are having a far greater impact on the lives of average Americans than poetry has had or ever will have.
Illustrations of the subordination of poetry abound.
The question of the day is not "Who is W.S. Merwin?" It is ''Who shot J.R. Ewing?" The world almost stops spinning when the final episode of M.A.S.H. is aired, but one must hire a detective to track down a book of poems by Galway Kinnell.
Here in Iowa, the common citizen's concept of poetry is a rhyming political essay by Curt Sytsma in The Des Moines Register. Perhaps the most telling indictment against the status of modern poetry is that Rod McKuen is probably the best known poet in America, and even his unwarranted popularity is waning.
One could argue that poetry and television are-not comparable, and that popularity is no basis for comparison in any case. It is not as relevant to me that poetry is somehow "better" than television as it is that poetry has lost the attention of the public. Indeed, poetry has never had the attention that television enjoys. Spare time is a precious commodity. Possibly the most important measure of any nonessential activity is the amount of people's spare time it fills.
Nevertheless, some would maintain that poetry is alive and well as a communicating art form. These diehards simply overrate the power of the modern poem. And even they who profess to a faith in the efficacy of the genre often read very little poetry unless required to because of their professions or fields of study. Contemporary poets, like ancient gods, are exalted by only a few. The transistorhearted gods of the twentieth century, on the other hand, inspire hours of daily devotion.
Why is the ratio of hours spent before the tube to hours spent reading poems a zillion to one? Why aren't the names of the best modern poets seen in the headlines of magazines and tabloids in grocery store check-out lines? Why do volumes of poetry virtually never appear on best-seller lists?
The answers, like the demons exorcised by Christ from the insane man, are legion, and they mock those of us possessed of the notion that poetry should be important.
But the miracles of today's saints--Edison, Einstein, and the other apostles of science and technology--cannot be undone. Nor can the changes wrought in the hearts of men by the knowledge that the apocalypse is but a push of a button away.· .
Imagine, if you will, that you are a doctor trying to diagnose the illness of poetry. You begin by looking for the overt symptoms. The most noticeable difference from the poetry once thought to be the grandest of art forms is that modern poetry has lost its rhyme and regular meter.
These traits remain in the lyrics of songs, but poetry itself has discarded the musical characteristics that once provided much of its appeal. Metered, rhyming lines tend to stick in the memory in a way that lines in modern verse typically do not. But these are symptoms, not the real illness.
As you probe more deeply, measuring the pulse and peering down the throat of poetry, you discover the disease itself, and it is something akin to paralysis, probably psychosomatic. The ideas of poems are obscured where once they were prominent. The imagery, once the muscle surrounding the marrow of the poet's ideas, no longer clings to the bone; rather it tries to provide its own structure to the body.
Unsupported by skeletal ideas, it is helpless to walk.
Reading poems from pre-modern eras, or even the poems of Whitman, Dickinson, and other early modern poets, one senses that these poets felt that they had an important message to convey. They wanted to be understood. They needed to communicate. Their poems, it seems, were written with a full light shining on their minds and hearts so that what was in them was clearly revealed.
Conversely, reading modern poems is like wading through a swamp in a fog. We may hear the sounds of the owls and the bullfrogs, and smell the stench of the rotting logs.
We know well enough we're in a swamp, but we'~e lost! However receptive we are to the imagery and the sensations of modern poems, we are often in a quandary as to their meanings.
Meaning! That's the key word. That's what people want from their art forms and entertainments. There is no paucity of images in their own experiences, but they expect the artist to give meaning to those images. Dissecting lines on a page for hidden or nonexistent concepts is a slow, demanding, and sometimes futile process, but in a mere halfhour on a television sitcom, the problem, the resolution, and the moral lesson are all acted out in unambiguous situations, with a few yuks thrown in to boot. Television, in this sense, is like a loyal advisor on a broad range of issues, and as such has taken over the social duties that poets, and even many priests and politicians, have shirked.
This is an age of uncertainty. Every modern yin has its yang, and every thesis its antithesis. The typical response of the poet is fear of the yin because of the yang, and fear of the thesis because of the antithesis.
Rather than take a stance, the modern poet embraces--or too often, is paralyzed by--the paradoxes presented by science, philosophy, religion, and socio-political theory.
Poetry as a vehicle for the expression of ideas has been supplanted by poetry that serves as a playground for language.
This stance is fine, for the poets. Readers, however, who search poetry for some illumination for their souls, find that the meanings are like rare birds in a dense jungle.
Modern Americans are too easily discouraged from pursuing them, and understandably so when we consider how easy it is to obtain gratification by turning a convenient switch.
It may appear that I hold modern poetry, or poets, in contempt for their failure to meet social needs with methods and results superior to those of television programs and their writers. Actually I don't. Poetry still serves an important function, I believe, which I'll discuss in a moment, but its primary role is no longer to be a mode of communication between poet and reader. Communication cannot be the primary role of poetry, unless more poets come up with substantive ideas to communicate and/or become willing to put their ideas into forms more readily compre-hended by potential readers. However, I'm not advocating that poets should make such an effort, nor do I believe they will be very successful if they do.
The poems in this volume do not, for the most part, attempt anything more than most other modern poems, and often less. Many of the poems don't make "sense." Their images may create certain impressions or induce certain emotions, but when they contain ideas, they are more often than not difficult to decipher. Their meanings, if any are intended, are not likely to be quite the same in the minds of readers as they are in my mind.
I stated earlier my opinion that poetry still has an important place. The primary function of poetry in contemporary America, I contend, is to provide benefits to the poet. The poet stands to gain far more from the writing of a poem than do the readers of it. You'll recall that we imagined ourselves doctors examining the dying body of poetry.
From that point of view, which was the perspective of the perplexed reader of modern poems, we saw the corporeal form of poetry. But the spiritual form of the poem lives as vitally as ever in the heart of the poet.
The poems in this volume were written in my bedroom before dawn, at tables in the dark corners of bars, in shabby motel rooms in small Iowa towns, and behind the front desk of a motel where I worked the night shift. I wrote each poem because within me there was an inexplicable, urgent, and commanding desire to restructure old memories and to learn why those particular experiences stayed with me when others were forgotten. I envisioned no audience when I wrote them. That you, who presumably intend to read my poems, actually do read them, is inconsequential.
I do not ask to be understood, even by myself. I am no Whitman, who would ask the multitudes to join in his democratic chants. Let the masses tune in to The Love Boat, if they wish. I prefer to write poems. This is the real goal of the poet, then, in my mind--not to become more popular than Laverne and Shirley or to impart his wisdom to the world--but to heed the call of his own inner voice when it asks him to consider the meanings of his life. And when each person becomes his own personal poet, he will no longer require his electronic pacifier. 
